Chapter 1 Purposeand Need for Action

1.1 Introduction

The purpose of this programmatic supplemental environmental impact statement (SEIS) is twofdd. First, a
need was recognizedto prepare areference document that accurately describes the current management regime
in Alaska and current knowledge about the physical, biologcal, and human environmert in order to assess
impads to the environment caused by past and currert fishery adivities Significant changes have occur red
in the environment since theorignal environmental impad stataments (EI Ss) were published approximat ely
20 years ago. While many El Ss and environmental assessments (EAS) have been prepared over the ensuing
years, none examined the groundfish fishery management plans (FMPs) in thar ertirety. The National
Environmentd Policy Act (NEPA) requir esprepar aionof an EIS(or SEIS) when such environmental changes
have occurred. This SEISis intended to bring both the decisionmeker and the public up-to-date on the current
stateof the environment. In addition, the programmatic SEI Swill al so srveastheenvironmental baseline that
will be used to shape future management’ s policy and a future range of potential management actions.

The second purpase of this SEIS is to explain to decisionmakers and the public the effects o the current
management regime, as well as diff erent management regimes, on the human environment in order that they
might assess whether a different management regime should be implemented. For purposes of this
programmatic SEIS, NM FS presumesthat the Alaska groundfish fisheries resultsin significant efects, both
positive and negative, to the human andnatural envirorment. This SEIS has been structuredin a manne that
will identify theseeffects (direct, indiredt, cumulative) to the extent possible and explor e dter nati ve policies
and actions that might serve to mitigate adverse impacts. Future proposal-specific NEPA documents will
reference this SEIS to focus on issues specific to the action beng evaluated at that time. The programmatic
SEIS may require periodic updates as new information and/or significant changes occur in relation to the
fishaies o the environment.

Itisintended that thisprogrammatic SEIS serve asthe centra environmental document for boththe B ering Sea
and Aleutian Idands (BSAI) Groundfish FM P and Gulf of Alaska (GOA) GroundfishFMP. This goal will be
achieved by (1) updating the original El Ssby providing ahistorical review of how the groundfish fisheriesand
the environment have changed since publication of the original EISs; (2) describing how new scientific and
fisheryinformationisbeing utilized; (3) building upon theanalysis of work conducedin the TA Csetting SEH S,
(NMFS1998i) by broadening its scope; (4) describing the cumulative effects of past, present, and reasonably
foreseeable future groundfish fisheries management upon the marine ecosystemn and the environment (to the
extent possible); and (5) reviewing current and aternative management regimes to determine their potential
impads on the human ervirormert.

A programmatic EISis typically a broad, big picture environmental evaluation that examines a program on
a large scale. Fedea agencies have been encouraged to develop “multi-tiered” H Ss as an attempt to
streamline the NEPA process and avoid repetition by allowing the incorporation, by reference, of broad,
progr am-oriented issue analyses when preparing EAs or EISsthat f ocus on specific proposed federal actions
(40 CFR Sec.15004¢(i)). A programmeatic EIS isusud ly prepared a the onset of a new federd program.

NMFS has determined that a programmatic SEIS for the Alaska groundfish fisheries should essentidly bea
broad environmentd review of the GOA and BSAI Groundfish FMPs. This SEIS will include a cumulative
impacts analysis of actions that have occurred as a whole, and examine palicies and potential future actions
from avariety of environmental perspectives. The programmatic SEISfor the Alaska groundfish fisherieswill

CHAPTER 1 - DRAFT PROGRAMMATIC SEIS JANUARY 2001

1-1



therefare provide a broad look at the alternatives and theissues, and be qualitativein nature. More case
specific, detailed analyses can be expected in the future when specific proposed management actions are
evauated in subsegquent second-level tiered EAs or El Ss. In this SEIS, NMFS intends to assess the cur rent
management regime and alternatives to it by evaluating decisions that have been made with regard to the
fisheries. Additionally, NMFSwill compar ethe cur rent management r egimeand alternativestoit by examining
areasonable suite of possibleactionsthat could be authorized, and assessing their indi vidual and accumulated
impacts. Thisinformationwill providetheagency andthe public withinsight astowhat environmental efects
would result from other management regimeswithin thisanalytica framework. Findingsof thisanalysiscould
result in FMP amendmentsthat could lead to formal rule-making and implementation of changesto the current
management regime governing the groundfish fisheriesoff Alaska.

Reflecting the dynamic nature of the fisheries and their management, changes to fishery regulations were
ongoing throughout devdopment of the SEIS. To best accommodate this situation, NMFS basead its impacts
assessment using the biological, economic, and regulatory environments as the NMFS understood them in
January 2000, modified during the year as new information became available.

12 Proposed Action

For thisSEIS, NMFS defines the federal action as the management of groundfish fisheries off Alaska and the
authorization of groundfish fishing activities off Alaskapursuant to approved FMPs. NM FS concluded that
defining thefederad action in thisway would ensur e that aprogrammeatic evaluation of the groundfish fisheries
would occur in the SEIS and that the intent of NEPA with respect to the requirement for such evaluations
would bemet. NMFS dso determined that defining the federa action in thisway would satisfy the directions
of the court concerning the scope of the proposed federal action under review as, “among other things, all
activities authorized and managed under the FM Psand all amendmentsthereto, and that addressesthe conduct
of the GOA and BSAI groundfishfisheries as a whole” Therefore, this SEIS will not examine in detail nor
develop an alterrative to the M agnuson-Stevens Act, the authorities and mission of NMFS, or theregional
council system. Rather, its scope will focus onthe FMPs themsdves, as modified by plan and regulatory
amendments (Appendices A—C) including the stated policies, goas and objectives, and management tools
contained within the plans.

13 What is NEPA?

NEPA is lgjiglation sigred into law in 1970 in reponse to an overwhel mng national sentiment that federal
agencies should take the lead inproviding greater pratection for theenvironment. Itestablished ervironmental
policy for thenation, provided aninterdisciplinary framework for federal agenci es, and established procedures
and apublicprocessto ensurethat federal agency decisionmakerstakeenvironmental factorsinto account. The
analysis prepared for the federal dedsionmaker istypically an EA or an EIS.

NEPA requires prepar ation of ElISsfor major federal actions significantly affecting the quality of the human
environment. As stated in 40 CFR 1502.9(c): “Agencies shall prepare supplenmentsto dthe draft o final
environmental impact statementsiif: (i) The agency makes substantial changes intheproposed action that are
relevant to environmental concerns; or (ii) T here ar e signifi cant new circumstances or information rd evant to
environmental concernsand bearing onthe proposed action or its impacts.”

14 What isaProgrammatic EIS?

A programmatic EIS is typicaly a broad, big picture environmental evaluation that examines a program on
a large scale. Federa agencies have been encouraged to develop “muti-tiered’ EISs as an attempt to
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sreamline the NEPA process and avoid repetition by allowing the incorporation, by reference, of broad,
progr am-oriented issues anal yses whenpreparing EAs or EISs that focus an specific propaosed federal actions.
A programmatic EIS is usually prepared at the onset of a new federal program. In this case, the GOA and
BSAI FMPs have been in place for approximatdy 20 years

NM FSdetermined thisprogrammatic SE1Sfor the Alaskagroundfish fisheriesshou d provideabroad analysis
of the éfects of the GOA and BSAI Groundfish FMPs onthe action area. The SEIS includes a cumulative
impact analysis of actions that have occurred as awhole, and examines policies and potentia future actions
fromavaridy of environmental perspectives. The programmatic SEIS takes a broad look at the alternatives
and the issues and will be somewhat quditative in nature. More case-ecific, detail ed analyses can be
expected in the future when specific proposed management actions are evaluated in subsequent second-level
tiered EAs or EISs. This programmatic SEIS provides the agency and the public with insight as to what
envirormental effects would result fr om other management regimeswithin an analytical framework. Findings
of thisanalysis could result in FMP amendments that could lead to for mal rule-making and implementation of
changesto the current management pdicy governing the graundfish fisheiesoff Alaska.

15 Stepsinthe NEPA Process
15.1 Scoping

Thefirst step inthe NEPA processis scoping (Figure 1.5-1).  Scoping is des gned to provide an oppartunity
for the public, agencies, and other interest groups to provide input on potertia issues associated with the
proposed project. Scopi ng isused toidentify the scope of environmental issues related to the proposed project
and canasoi dentify new ater nati vesto be considered inthe SEI' S. Scopingisgenerally accomplished through
written communications, statements at public meetings, or formal and informal consultation with agency
officias, interested individuals, organizations, and groups.

TheAlaskaGr oundfish Fisheries Programmatic SEl Swasdevel oped with opportunity for public par ticipation.
Scoping included a Notice o Intent to prepare the SEIS severa advertised scoping medtings (Appendix D),
and numeous discussions and medings with individuals and groups throughout the preparation of this
document.

Notice of Intent

The formal scoping period opened with publication of the Notice of Intent to produce a Supplemental
Environmentd Impact Statement, publishedinthe Federal Register October 1, 1999 (64 FR 53305) (Appendix
D). Public comments were initidly due to NMFS by November 15, 1999; however, NMFS extended the
scoping period urtil December 15, 1999, to providethe public with moretimeto develop comments (64 FR
59730) (Appendix E). NMFS solicited public comment on what issues should be addressed intheanadysis and
what dternatives to status quo management should be consdeaed. All public comments received wae
considered by NMFS and usedto identify the key environmental issues to beaddressed in the programmatic
SEIS. A summary of the public comments is provided inthe Scoping Report (NMFS 2000).

Scoping Meetings and Scoping Report
A total of four sooping mestings were hdd: three meetings ocaurred in Alaska; in Juneau, Anchorage, and

Kodiak, and one meeting was held in Seattle, W ashington. T he scoping meetings are summarized in the SEIS
Scoping Report (NMFS 2000). A set of key issues was devel opad from these scoping medtings.
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On March 31, 2000, NMFS published the SEI'S Scoping Report for general distribution. A project newdetter
wasmailed to themailinglist,informing the public of its availability. The report wasavailabl einprinted form
and on the NMFS Alaska Region' s web page. On April 6, 2000, NMFS published a Notice of Availability
for the SEIS Scoping Report, requesting public comments on the progranmatic alternatives and hypothetical
regimes (65 FR 18074) (Appendix F). Comments were dueto NMFS by May 1, 2000.

Coordination with Others

Fedaal: Boththe U.S. Department of the Interior’ s Fishand Wildlife Service (USFWS), and theUnited States
Coast Guard (USCG) havenon-voting seats on the Courcil. USFWS has trust authority for seabird and other
avian species in themanagemert areas. Expert USFWS staff serve on the Council Groundfish Plan T eams
and provided assistancein this analysis. The Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) is areviewing agency
for this SEIS. Comments recaved from the EPA have bean used to guide the preparation o this analysis.

State: Repr esentatives from the states of Alaska, Washington, and Oregon have voting seats on the Council.
Expert ADF& G staff provided assistancein this analysis.

NMFS requested that USFWS and ADF&G  be cooperating agencies in preparing this SEIS. In addition,
NM FSrequested the assistance of the Council to provide technical support, as authors of the FMPsand policy
advisorsto the Secretary. Each agency agreed to participate in the development of this SEIS and provided
data, staff, and review for this project.

15.2 Draft SEIS

After scoping is conmpleted, a Draft SEIS (DSEIS) is prepared (Figure 1.5-1). The DSEIS evaluates the
important social, economic, and environmental impacts that may result from the proposed action. It focuses
on cause and effect relationships, providing sufficient evidence and analysisfor determining the magnitude of
impads and ways to minimize harm to the environment. The DSEIS should include afull and fair discussion
of significart environmental impads and inf orm decisionmaker s and the public of the reasonabl e ater nati ves
which would avoid or minimize adverse impacts, or which would enhance the quality of the human
environrment.

1.5.3 Public Comment and Find SEIS

Following publication of the DSEI S, a minimum 45-day public comment period ensues, and a public hearing
is conductel to provide an opportunity for interested parties toprovideoral comments on the DSH S (Figure
1.5-1). Dueto the scope and large size of this SEIS, NMFS has chosen to provide the public with a 60-day
comment period Verba and written comments received are corsidered and the DSEIS is revised as
appropriate. NMFS is required to specifically address each substantive comment received and include copies
of the commentsin the Final SEIS (FSEIS). Once the FSEI S is completed, it is published and available for a
minimum 30-day public comment period. Public commentsreceived onthe FSEISare collected and consider ed
by the lead agency prior to making afinal decision.

1.5.4 Record of Decision

Following the completion and submittal of the FSEIS and the public comment period, a Record of Decision
(ROD) is prepared by the lead agency (Figure 1.5-1). The ROD includes: (1) a statement regarding what the
decisonisregarding the federal action; (2) anidentification of alternativesconsidered in reaching the decision;
and (3) astatement regar ding the meansto avoid or minimize environmenta har mfrom the aternative selected.
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STEPS IN THE NEPA-EIS PROCESS

YOU ARE HERE

K

Federal Notice of Intent (NOI) to
Prepare Programmatic SEIS
October 1, 1999

Scoping
Scoping Period Officially Set October 1 - November 15, 1999
NMFS Extends Scoping Period to December 15, 1999
Public Scoping Meetings Held Week of November 8, 1999
Written comments requested by December 15, 1999

Scoping Report Prepared
Report provides a summary of scoping comments,
analysis and decisions leading to a work plan for the SEIS

Issuance of Draft SEIS
Draft EIS is published and made
available for a 60-day public review

Comment Period on Draft SEIS
This is your opportunity to review the Draft SEIS
and to provide comments to NOAA/NMFS

Public Hearings on Draft SEIS
An opportunity to meet the SEIS Team, ask questions,
and provide comments on the Draft SEIS

Issuance of Final SEIS
Final SEIS has been completed and is
available for 30-day public review

Comment Period on Final SEIS
This is the final opportunity to
provide comments on the SEIS

Record of Decision
Public statements of agency decisions

Figure 1.5-1 Stepsin the NEPA-EIS Process




1.6 What is the Magnuson-Stevens Act and What is a FMP?

In 1976, Congress passed into law what is currently known as the Magnuson-Stevens Fishery Conservation
and Management Act (Magnuson-Stevens Act). This law authorized the United States to manageits fishery
resources in an area extending from 3 to 200 rautical miles (4.8 to 320 km) off its coast (termed the Exclusive
Economic Zone [EEZ]). The management of these marine resources is vested in the Secretary of Commerce
(Secretary) and in regional fishery management councils. In the Alaska regon the North Pacific Fishey
Management Council (the Council) isresponsible for preparing FM Ps for marine fishery resources requiring
conservation and management, as recommended by the Council. The National Marine Fisheries Service
(NMFS), an agency within the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA) and the U .S.
Department of Commerce, is char ged with carrying aut thefederal mandates with regard to marinefish. The
NMFS Alaska Regional Office and Alaska Fisheries Science Center (AFSC) research, draft, and review the
management actions recommended by the Council.

The Magnuson-Stevens Act established that FMPs must specify the optimum yidd from each fishey that
would provide the greatest benefit to the United States, and must state how much of that optimum yield can
be expected to be harvested in U.S. waters. FM Psmust also specify the level o fishing that would constitute
overfishing. Usingthe framework of theFM Ps and current information about the marine ecosystem (suchas
stock status, natural mortality rates, and oceanographic conditions), the Council recanmends annual Total
Allowable Catch (TAC) specifications to the Secretary. The TAC specifications serve as quotas and
Prohibited Species Catch (PSC) limits based on biol ogical and economic determinations madeby NMFS. As
part of the TAC-process, intermediate determinations of Acceptable Biologica Catch (ABC) and Overfishing
Level (OFL) for each FMP-established target species or species group precedes recommendations of TAC
specifications and PSC limits. The ABC and OFL for each targd species provide val uable reference pants
based on the latest scientific information.

In addition to TAC and PSC, each FMP contains a suite of additiona management tools that together

characterize the fi shery management regime (Section 2.3.4). These management tod s areeither a framework
type measure, thereby allowing for annual or periodic adjustment using a streamlined natice process, or are
convertional measures that arefixed inthe FMP andits implementing regulations and require a formal plan
or regulatory amendmert to change. Amendmerts to the FMP or itsregulations ar e considered annually by the
Council, with pragposed amendments submitted by both the resource agencies and the public. As aresult, the
FMPs ar e dynamic and are continuoudy changing as new information or problems arise.

The Council prepared and the Secretary approved the Fishery Management Planfor Groundfish Fisheryin
the Bering Sea and Aleutian Islands Ar ea in 1982 (NPFMC 2000(a)) and the Fishery Management Plan for
Groundfish of the Gulf of Alaska in 1978 (NPFMC 2000(b)). The former has been amended 71 times
(Appendix A) and the latter 62 times (Appendix B). Rules and regulations were prepared to implemert each
of the FMP amendmerts. Natioral Environmental Policy Act (NEPA) Environmental Impact Statements
(EISs) were prepared for the original FMPs when they were approved by the Secretary (NPFMC 1978,
NPFMC 1981). An EIS, or an environmentd assessment (EA) was prepared for every plan amendment
(Appendices A and B). EAs were also prepared at thetime o each regulatory amendment as wel as for
subsequent regulatory actions (Appendix C). Since1991, environmental assessmentsresulting in afinding of
no significant impact have been written far each year's TAC specifications (Appendix C).

1.6.1 Action Area

The subject groundfish fisheries occur inthe North Pacific Ocean and Be'ing Sea in the EEZ from 50°N to
65°N (Figure1.6-1). Thesubject water saredivided into two management areas, the BSAI area and the GOA.
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The BSAI is further divided into two sub-areas (eastern Bering Sea and Aleutian Idands) and nineteen
reporting areas (Figure 1.6-2). TheGOA isfurther dividedinto three sub-areas (western, central, and eastern)
and eight reporting areas (Figure 1.6-3).

The action area for the federally managed BSAI groundfish fisheries effectively coversall of the Bering Sea
under U.S. jurisdiction, extending southwar d to include thewaters south of the Aleutian I landswest of 170°W
long, to the border of the U.S. EEZ. The GOA FMP appliesto the U.S. EEZ of the North Pacific Ocean,
exclusive of the Bering Sea, between the easten Aleutian Islands at 170°W longitude and Dixon Entranceat
132°40'W longitude. Theseregionsencompassthoseareasdir ectly affected by fishing, and thosethat arelikely
affected indirectly by the removal of fish at nearby sites. The area effected by the fisheries, necessarily,
includes adjacent state waters and international waters. A review of areasfished by the groundfish fisheries
(Fritzet al. 1998) suggeststhat virtually theentireBering Seaand GOA (from the continental slope shorewar d)
is utilized by onefishery or another.

1.7 Organization of this SEIS and Issuesto be Addressed

It will be readily apparent, thet the management of the Alaskagroundfishfisheriesisalarge, complex program,
that continues to evolve as noreinformation isobtained onthefishery resources, the marine ecosystem, and
thosethat derivebenditsfram it. One objective of this programmatic SEIS, is to use the document as ameans
of better educating the public about Alaska groundfish management, the current regime, what is known and
not known about the ecosystem, and the complex set of laws and regulationsthat apply to thefederal fisheries
management. T o meet this objective, we have organized this documert into a series of chapters and sections.

Beginning with Chapter 2, we provide an overview on fisheries policy; how it is conveyed, what it means, and
how itiscurrently applied to thegroundfishfisheries. In Section 2.3.2 wereviewtheprinciple lawsthet govern
fisheries management in the United States. In Section 2.4 we introduce theprogrammatic aternatives, which
emphasizedifferent approachesto managethegroundfish fisheries policy, presented asframeworksthat allow
management flexibility. Wereview the current policy statements of each FMP aswdl as theactions taken by
the Council over the last 10 years. Together, thisreview of current policy serves to contrast dternative policies
that, while similar, emphasize a certain set of fisheries management objectives more heavily than others. In
doing so, we capturetherangeof issuesraised during the scoping process.

Beginning with Section 2.7, we describethe federal action of this programmatic SEIS: the Alaska Groundfish
Fisheries and their Management. This sedionservesto educate the reader to the environmental conditions and
the state of the groundfish fisheries prior to the Magnuson-Stevens Act and how the FMPs have evolved over
time as new issues and new information have come to the forefront of policy decisionmaking. Considerable
detal is provided on the BSAI and GOA Groundfish FMPs, the fisheries, and the management-Council
process. We conclude Chapter 2 with summaries of requirements and actions takento conply with essertial
fishhabitat, the ESA, and theMarineMammal Protection Ad (MMPA).

Chapter 3 presents asynthesisof our knowledge of the affected environmert. 1t beginswith Section 3.1, which
preserts an overview of the physical environment, followed by Section 3.2 that preserts what weknow about
the effects of fishing on that environment. Sections 3.3 through 3.7, provide backgr ound information on the
groundfishresourcesinvolved, marine mammals, seabirds, and other species. Section 3.8 providesinformation
on what we know about contaminants in the region, and Section 3.9 provides an overview on the interactions
of climate commercial fishing, and the marineecasystem. Section 3.10 providesan overview of the harvesting
and processing sectors participating in the fisheries and the regions and communities that support fishing
activities.
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Chapter 4 istheheart of this SEI Sanalysis. What arethe effects of groundfish fishing on the environment and
how might those eff ects be altered by changestothe current FMPs? We beginin Section 4.1 with adescription
of the process NMFS undatook to develop alternative fishaies management regimes for purposes of
illustrating thegereral environmentd effectsof aFMP. Agency and ysts, expertin fishery scienceandfisheries
management, were tasked with devel oping one or more hypothetical, or model, regimesfor each programmatic
policy alternative. Using the current FMP as the basdline, analysts reviewed dl of the elements of the BSAI
and GOA groundfish FMPs, and tailored a hypathetical suite of actions that could reasonably serve as one
method of achievingaparticular set of policy objectives. Anaysisof thesemode regimes, and contrastingthem
with the current, or status quo, regime, is intended to illustrate the general environmerta effects of each
programmatic policy aternative. In doing so, this SEIS will provide the Council and NMFS as well as the
public with information that can beused to guidefuture policy decisions.

NMFSreview o thescoping camments led to aggregating commentsinto 26 issue categaries(NMFS 2000a).
However, thereview d public canmentsclearly indicatesthat among the 26 isaue categaries, a subset of 9
issues was mentioned mare freguently, suggesting thet these issues are the ones most important to the public.
NMFS used these key issues to devdop the programmatic policy ater natives and for or ganizing Chapter 4.
They are:

» the dfects o the alternatives on marine manmals,

» the dfects of the altenatives on seabirds,

» the dfects of the alternatives on target groundfish species,

» the dfects df the alternatives on nontarget groundfish species,

» the dfects o the alternatives on prohihited species,

« the dfects of the alternatives on essential fish habitat,

» theeffects of the aternatives on the socia economics of the fishery,
» the effects of the alternatives on the marine ecosystem, and

» the cumulativeeffects of thegroundfish fisheries.

Beginning with Section 4.2, we evaluate the effects of the current status quo regime, and the dternative
management regimes from the perspective of increasing protection to marine mammals while providing for
sustainable fisheries. Sediors 4.3 through 4.9, conduct a similar assessment from the perspectiveof each of
thekey issues (e.g, subject) areas. Sectiorns 4.10 through4.12 provide genera information on the effects of
the alternative regimes on enforcement and managemert programs, onother environrmertal i ssues, and whether
they provide any opportunity for energy conservation potentia. Section 4.13 presents results from our
cumu ative impacts analysis, and we conclude the chapter with a geneal summary of our findings.
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